820                                       RUSSIA: A History and an Interpretation
some fifty plays. The first of them was produced in 1853 and proved a resounding success. With the plays of Griboedov, Gogol, Turgenev, and Ostrovsky the spell of sentimental melodrama was broken.
The ascendancy of realism was greatly helped by literary criticism, which played an important part in educating the public and in developing appreciation of new authors. Vissarion Belinsky (1810-1848) was the first and, according to historians of Russian letters, the greatest professional literary critic in Russian history. He was not a mere commentator on current books, but a student of literature and art and a social philosopher of uncommon insight and power. To a modern reader his literary criticisms, penetrating as they are, may appear to be overloaded with German metaphysics (he never completely freed himself from the influence of Hegel, although he formally repudiated him in 1840) and lacking in restraint and a judicial approach. Understatement was not a characteristic of the writings of Belinsky, whom his friends nicknamed "Vissariono furioso." He enjoyed a position of influence that no other critic has ever attained, and his enthusiastic endorsement of Pushkin, Griboedov, Lermontov, Koltsov, and Gogol, to mention only a few, was a real service to Russian literature. Belinsky's Letter to Gogol, a passionate rejoinder to Correspondence -with Friends, was a literary event, and it is said to have been committed to memory by practically every liberal-minded Russian youth, although its full text did not appear in print until 1905.11 It is believed that only death saved Belinsky from arrest. Apollon Grigorev (1822-1864) was another distinguished literary critic, but his influence was not nearly so great as Belinsky's.
ART
Startling as was the progress of Russian literature during this period, it was in some degree the result of previous developments. The situation with music was different. Until the late 1830's Russia had no national operatic or concert music worthy of the name. Folk songs
11 Belinsky had advocated in 1837-1840 views similar to those expressed by Gogol in his unfortunate Correspondence. Belinsky was at the time under the strong influence of the Hegelian formula: "What is rational exists, and what exists is rational." This led him to "reconciliation with reality" (a literal translation of Die Versohnung mit der Wirklichkeit, which occurs in Hegel's Philosophic des Rechts), and, as a consequence, to an apologia for the existing social and political order. It took him two years to realize the incongruity of his position, and in October, 1840, he repudiated with his customary passion "my disgraceful desire for reconciliation with a disgraceful reality."